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nomer. There is scarcely any valid kind of criticism that is not
based upon comparison: comparison between authors in the
same field, comparison with earlier work of the same author,,
comparison with "standards" which are themselves the result
of comparison: Aristotle's Poetics, founded on the examination
of all the Greek plays known to him, is a perfect example of
the "comparative" method. To trace influences is "compara-
tive," even when the writers concerned used the same lan-
guage. What Keats consciously owed to Milton, for instance, is
as well worth examining as what he borrowed from Boccaccio.

It is not invariably futile to fight against a misleading word;
once the glorious period of St. Thomas Aquinas was known as
"the Dark Ages"} now that expression is seldom used by
reputable historians. So we register our protest against the term
Comparative Literature^ and we must confess in the same
breath that we have no better one to suggest. Rightly or
wrongly named, Comparative Literature is an extensive and
fascinating subject. It tends to break down our inevitable tend-
ency to parochialism. It places masterpieces in their proper line
of descent, and among their peers. When we take it for granted
that Milton is the product of European culture as a whole, and
a factor in European culture, our understanding of Milton will
be greatly deepened.

The weakness of Comparative Literature is that it empha-
sizes the accident of individual foreign influences, and mini-
mizes the deeper reality of common elements. It does not
much matter whether a thing was said first in English and
then in French, and whether the Frenchman knew that the
Englishman had said it before; what does matter is that both
wanted and tried to say the same thing. The men who revealed
England to eighteenth-century France, ahead of Voltaire and
Montesquieu, were, as individuals, of secondary importance 5
they merely proved that the developments of England and
France were then so synchronized that communications be-
tween the two could be established even through mediocrities.
In other terms, Comparative Literature would be an extremely